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COVERING MATERIAL

TEATHER of good quality is without doubt the best
JLjmaterial for covering books. Leather, combining
toughness and flexibility* with the special quality of
being readily moulded while wet, not only covers a
volume but, if attached directly to the back, helps to
hold it together. Leather for bookbinding is expected
to last longer than leather used in almost any other way.
That skins can be prepared that will last is evident from
the large number of fifteenth-century books with their
original bindings still in good condition. That unsuit-
able methods are now in use for dressing bookbinding
leather is equally evident from the large number of
leather bindings that have perished after a few years* use.

In 1901 a committee was appointed by the Society
of Arts to ascertain the causes that had led to the
premature decay of so much of the modern bookbinding
leathers. Their report was the result of many years'
work and very many experiments. A short summary
of their findings will be found on page 101.

Leather is not a wholly manufactured article; the
beast on whose back the skin grew had quite a lot to do
with its production. The skins of different animals of
the same kind naturally show considerable variation in
texture and grain, and by the older processes of leather-
dressing the leather produced varied according to the
nature of the untanned skin. The modern leather manu-
facturer will not have any such variation, and will pro-
duce any number of skins almost exactly alike in colour
and surface; but he can only do this by reducing.all the
skins in a batch to a common denomination. All the
natural variety must be eliminated and they must take